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A Second Chance for One More Soul

Like many other Catholic couples, Rich and Anne Miller were      sterilized after their third child. After learning the truth about sex and marriage, however, they experienced a conversion that led to a vasectomy reversal—and another beautiful child.

Nine-month-old Mary Kathryn Miller crawls across the carpet in her parents’ softly-lit living room. Her father, Rich, lays on the floor nearby. Reassured by his presence, little Mary attempts to stand, but misses her hold and instead crashes into a chair leg. The room is suddenly filled with intense screaming. Her mother, Anne, scoops her daughter up, begins stroking her hair, and whispering a mother’s consolation. In seconds, the baby is quiet, having nestled snugly into her mother’s shoulder. One might easily imagine it was her goal all along. 

Most who would observe this scene would be touched. But for me, it was even more poignant to witness the love between this couple and their child. Two years ago, God had allowed me the privilege of playing a small role in their decision to reverse their vasectomy and turn their fertility over to Him. I couldn’t help but think as I watched little Mary Kathryn that she epitomizes what it means to be “a new creation in Christ.” 

A Providential Meeting

My friendship with the Millers began in September 2004, as I was setting up a room for my first lecture on the faith—a defense of Humanae Vitae. Anne Miller was the first to arrive, and I was struck by the uncommon grace of this lovely young mother. She settled her three children in a side room and took a seat in the front row. 

The lecture went well and Anne approached me afterwards. She asked if she could write me about a personal issue. The next day, I received her e-mail asking for sterilization reversal resources. Although Anne was a cradle Catholic, she had recently had a conversion to the fullness of faith and wanted to reverse the procedure so she and her husband could try to have more children. There was only one catch—her husband, Rich, wasn’t yet aware of her plans. She asked me to pray for them. 

Poor Catechesis

My meeting with Anne that fall was the culmination of a long, painful journey from secularism to genuine faith that mirrors the path of many “reverts” who discover the truth and beauty of their Catholic roots. 

Rich Miller was raised Catholic, but by the time he went to college, his family only attended Mass on major holidays. And although Anne’s father came from a large Catholic family and her mother converted when they married, her family attended Mass only sporadically. Both Anne and Rich went into adulthood with virtually no understanding of even the most basic tenets of the faith. Their catechesis on sexual ethics was also poor.

“The only advice I got was, ‘Don’t get pregnant,’” Anne recalls. “My parents said they would help me get birth control if I intended to have sex.” 

Rich was only vaguely aware that one should save sex for marriage, but he does not recall that message being emphasized either in church or at home. Neither had ever heard that contraception was wrong. By the time they were civilly married by a non-denominational Christian pastor in 1994, the couple had engaged in premarital sex and Anne was on the Pill. 

Starting a Family

Two years later, the couple had their first child, Mitchell, in September 1996. They wanted children close in age, so they tried conceiving again when Mitchell was nine months old. Three cycles later, Anne was still not pregnant. She read that breastfeeding can suppress fertility and was introduced to the fertility awareness method (FAM) when she read Taking Charge of Your Fertility by Toni Weschler. She stopped nursing, began charting, and    conceived on her first cycle. Their    daughter, Elise, was born in July 1998. 

Nearly a year and a half after Elise’s birth, Anne and Rich conceived again but miscarried at four months. The loss precipitated a dark period in Anne’s life. “I wish I had had my faith, because I don’t think it would have been so hard,” she says. She used FAM to avoid pregnancy for a while, but then used it to get pregnant again in fall 2000. Their son, Ben, was born the following May. 

With three children, sterilization through vasectomy seemed like the logical next step. “My vasectomy took as long as a haircut,” Rich comments dryly. He drove himself to and from the appointment, and convalesced over the weekend. He was back to work by Monday. At the time, neither Rich nor Anne attached any moral significance to the vasectomy and consequently, felt no    conflict going into the procedure or sorrow when it was over.

A Major Conversion
Interestingly, it was the birth of their “last” child that would lead Anne and Rich back into the Church and deeper into their faith. Having moved from Michigan to Virginia in 1999 during Anne’s last pregnancy, the couple wanted to baptize their son, so they began attending Mass at a local Catholic church. The parish served as a much-needed social outlet for the couple, especially for Anne, who was now a stay-at-home mother of young children. 

Already, the sense of completeness Anne had felt after Ben’s birth was beginning to ebb. She began secretly longing for another child. “I had a daughter who was not going to have a sister,” says Anne, who has three younger sisters. “That bothered me shortly after the vasectomy, but I figured it was a sorrow I would have to live with.”

In the meantime, she met Maureen Shannahan, who also had just moved to the area. “This woman had a fabulous family—six kids and another on the way,” Anne recalls. “Her children would behave in Mass and the whole family was very impressive.” Their oldest child also was beginning to ask questions about the Mass, which kindled a desire in Anne to know more about the faith. When Maureen started a women’s group for Lent, Anne joined.

“I was drawn to Maureen...I had a strong feeling she could answer the questions I had,” Anne remembers. Providentially, Anne was the only one to attend the first meeting, which allowed her to speak freely about her lack of catechesis.  

“I’m Catholic and always have been but I don’t know anything about my faith,” Anne told Maureen. “There seem to be a lot of different opinions and I’m not interested in opinions anymore. I want the truth. Can you help me?”

The meeting with Maureen proved to be the catalyst for a major conversion in Anne’s life. Over the next few months, Anne went to confession, read about the faith, and even began praying the rosary. For the first time, she understood the importance of the Mass and the family began attending weekly. 

Discussions with Maureen also led Anne to realize that she and Rich’s decisions to contracept and sterilize were wrong. However, it wasn’t until she read Catholic Teachings on Pro-Life Issues by Father Anthony Zimmerman that she understood fully what they had done.

Reading statements by popes throughout history about contraception and encyclicals on marriage, Anne was overwhelmed. “I came to a deep awareness that I had offended God,” she says, unable to speak about the day without crying. She describes the truth as a “bomb” that went off in her heart and mind. “I began sobbing and fell to my knees, begging God’s forgiveness,” Anne says. “It was a heavy, heavy day.”  

While she felt great remorse for their personal choices, Anne also felt betrayed by the medical community. “No one ever told me the Pill is a potential abortefacient,” she says, angrily. Staunchly pro-life, Anne insists she never would have used hormonal contraception if someone had told her how it really works. 

A Gift of Loving Sacrifice

Anne didn’t discuss her conversion experience with Rich right away. She definitely wanted his vasectomy reversed, but she was unsure how to broach the subject. Within a few days, however, she had confessed it to a local priest. He encouraged her to seek a reversal, but suggested they abstain during the fertile time if they couldn’t afford the procedure.   

And at first, it looked like cost would be prohibitive. Anne’s heart sank when the surgeon who had performed Rich’s vasectomy told her it would cost $8,000 out-of-pocket to have it reversed. A few weeks later, after attending my lecture on Humanae Vitae, Anne discovered the organization One More Soul and several online sterilization reversal forums. By Christmas, she had even located a urologist in Florida who would allow them to pay for the reversal on a payment plan. But she still had not talked to Rich. She prayed and asked the Holy Spirit to present her with the right time to talk to her husband.

A few days before Christmas, Rich began taunting his wife. “I know what you want for Christmas,” he bantered. Anne thought Rich had no idea what she really wanted. But after several days, Rich said softly, “I know what you want...you want me to get a reversal.” Anne nodded and began to cry. Rich embraced his wife. “It wasn’t our fault,” he told her. “We didn’t know any better.” And he tacitly agreed to reverse the vasectomy.

A New Beginning

In February 2005, the Millers left their children with family and drove all night to Florida. There, they visited a urologist who reversed Rich’s vasectomy. During the two-hour procedure, Anne prayed the rosary and thanked God for giving them a second chance.

“It was so amazing to lie beside my husband that night and feel whole again,” Anne says. “What had been such a sorrowful spot in our marriage was now a great blessing.”

Fortunately, Rich had no complications from the reversal and the urologist confirmed there was minimal damage from the vasectomy. Their chances for another child looked good. Anne refreshed herself about NFP and six weeks later, they had conceived Mary Kathryn. 

I attend Anne and Rich’s parish, and I remember watching them as they walked up for communion when Anne was pregnant with Mary Kathryn. Many women do seem to “glow” when pregnant, but Anne was positively luminous. “It was a pregnancy full of grace,” Anne confirms. “I was so at peace, because I knew we were in God’s hands.” Anne was blessed with a healthy pregnancy and was able to have her baby at home in January 2006.  

Embrace the Truth

Today, the Millers look forward to possibly having more children. “Before, when I thought I had had my last child, I dreaded the loss of his babyhood,” Anne says. “But it’s really so much more wonderful not knowing if this is our last child.”

While Rich initially had the reversal as an “act of love” for his wife, he now contends that the experience ushered him into a more mature, firmer belief in his Catholic faith. “I have developed a much better prayer life now,” he says.   

Anne’s relationship with Christ is also the strongest it has ever been. She advises couples who struggle with embracing the Church’s teachings on sex and marriage to pray for the grace to accept those teachings. 

“There is so much more peace and joy when you accept the truth and put yourself in God’s hands,” she says. “The amazing thing is that when you embrace the ‘law’ in faith, you find that instead of being its prisoner as you expected, you finally find the freedom and peace you’ve always desired.” 

